subscription to cover the expenses of publication, any surplus accruing from the sale of the pamphlet to remain with the Treasurer as a fund for the use and benefit of the Society. At this same meeting it was voted that the publication committee, Leverett Hubbard, Eneas Munson, Ebenezer Beardsley, Samuel Nesbitt and Samuel Darling, "be authorized to annex a suitable Divise to the Pamphlet".
The Committee must have acted promptly, for it is on record that seventeen copies were sold to members at the meeting of July 2, 1788. Bronson states that five hundred copies were printed, but there is nothing in the secretary's records which substantiates this statement. It is clear that many copies were sold to the members and that Mr. Robert Hodge of Boston bought fifty. The pamphlet was published at the price of one shilling and sixpence and apparently netted the Society some profit, though the exact amount is problematical.
*For a fuller discussion see: Some Remarks on "Cases and Observations; by the Medical Society of New Haven County", Geo. Blumer, Bull. Soc. Med. Hist.
of Chicago, 1921, 11, 205. The Pamphlet The pamphlet, of eighty-six pages, is in octavo form and consists of a title-page, a preface, a table of contents and the cases and observations, twenty-six in number.
The title-page is inscribed "Cases and Observations of the Medical Society of New Haven County in the State of Connecticut, Instituted in the Year 1784", and contains, besides this title, the name of the printer, J. Meigs, and the device authorized by the Society. This device, which appears at the head of your program, is in the form of a male head in profile adorned with a cap, which probably represents formalized hair, and with a luxurious beard and a rather scanty moustache. Beneath the head is the motto "Plus Ultra". The head is very similar to others found on old Greek coins and probably represents Asklepios, one of the patron saints of medicine, better known by his Latin name Esculapius. Mr. W. F. Hopson, our local authority on such matters, thinks that the engraving was probably executed by Amos Doolittle.
The printer of the pamphlet, Josiah Meigs, was an individual of some note. He was a graduate of Yale, a classical scholar of repute, and for many years served as city clerk of New Haven. He abandoned the printing business to become Professor of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy in Yale College, later became President of the University of Georgia and finally moved to Washington, where he was Surveyor-General of the United States and later Commissioner of the General Land Office.
The preface to the pamphlet was probably written by Samuel Darling, the Secretary of the Society, described by Bronson as worthy, conscientious and truthful. I have his copy of the transactions in which above the word preface is written in his own hand "Samuel Darling's". It may be, of course, that he entered his name on this page rather than the fly-leaf to indicate his possession of the book rather than his authorship of the preface. I think it more likely that he wished to indicate his authorship of the preface. Darling was a graduate of Yale College, a man of literary ability and classical knowledge, and served for a year as Rector of the Hopkins Grammar School. The preface is well written in the somewhat florid style which was fashionable at the time. He describes the pamphlet as "the first essay of this infant institution" and points out the usefulness of such an effort "in an infant empire, where the seeds of science, though widely disseminated, are but just beginning to germinate". He points out the reasons why the physicians of the United States, up to the end of the eighteenth century, had contributed so little to the general stock of medical knowledge. Under pioneer conditions the medical men were so far apart that they could seldom get together for concerted action. The preface indicates that the local profession were sensible of their responsibilities in the field of public health as they planned, as part of their program, to communicate their observations on the air, seasons and climate. Another part of their activities, i.e., the existence of a standing committee on correspondence, reflects the paucity of medical literature in that day and also the fact that physicians were so scattered that correspondence largely took the place of oral discussion of medical problems.
The Contributors to the Pamphlet Article one in the pamphlet gives a description of a case of singultus (or hiccough) from an adhesion between the liver and the diaphragm. This is contributed by Doctor Samuel Nesbitt, who also furnishes papers on hematemesis, on the fatal effects of drinking cold water when heated, on asthma, and on the antiphlogistic regimen in smallpox. Dr. Nesbitt, who for a time forsook medicine for the ministry, was a Scot who probably was trained at Edinburgh. He practiced medicine in New Haven for about twelve years but never built up a very extensive clientele. He was widely acquainted with European physicians and was an ardent advocate of the so-called "antiphlogistic" treatment of the day which consisted of bleeding, purging and puking. In the case of hiccough, the patient, Capt. Trowbridge's negro servant Polydore, was frequently bled and received mercurials which were worked off with salts and manna. He finally succumbed. In the case of Capt. Noble Hinman, who was fortunately of a plethoric habit, and who suffered from a copious vomiting of blood, Dr. Nesbitt, notwithstanding that the patient was "languid and sensibly affected by the loss of blood", proceeded at once to bleed him sixteen ounces more and, the vomiting of blood persisting, he was again bled twelve ounces within two hours of the first venesection. Between early morning of Nov. 13, 1773, and late afternoon of the next day the Captain is said to have lost one hundred and sixty ounces of blood spontaneously and ninety-two ounces by venesection, a total of two hundred and fifty-two ounces or a little over fifteen pints. Making due allowance for the difficulty of estimating the exact amount of blood lost by vomiting the recovery of the patient is a surprising testimonial to the toughness of the eighteenth century constitution, at least so far as the Hinman family was concerned. It is even more surprising that the Captain was at work again three weeks after the original attack of hematemesis.
That Doctor Nesbitt, whose sanguinary habits were after all but a reflection of current medical treatment, was a skillful surgeon is shown by his successful treatment of Stephen Hotchkiss, aged ten, whose tendo achillis was accidentally severed by the stroke of a drawing knife. In suturing the tendon successfully and in devising an ingenious apparatus to keep the tendon relaxed Dr. Nesbitt showed both skill and ingenuity.
Doctor Ebenezer Beardsley, who contributed six reports to the pamphlet, was a native of Stratfield, now Bridgeport, who practiced in New Haven from 1779 until his death from galloping consumption in 1791. He had served as a Surgeon's-mate in the Revolutionary War before which time he had practiced in Waterbury. In his day he was one of New Haven's most popular physicians and in spite of poor health conducted a successful practice and was also a large importer of drugs and medicines.
His six reported cases show evidence of careful study and accurate observation. He gives an excellent clinical description of a patient with acute abdominal disease and voices some astute and penetrating criticisms on the medical fashions of the day, particularly the tendency of many physicians to ascribe obscure symptoms to the action of intestinal worms. His comments on the relation of an epidemic of dysentery to overcrowding show evidence of common sense and good judgment, though he erroneously attributes the disease to the "confined and putrid atmosphere" in which the patients lived at the time of the outbreak. Doctor John Spalding, who contributed four observations to the pamphlet, was, in his day, the popular surgeon of New Haven. Originally a practitioner in Windham County, he obtained his surgical training during the Revolutionary War, having been Surgeon to Israel Putnam's regiment. According to President Stiles he was completely bald and always wore a sorrel or golden-colored wig. The gossips of the day spread it abroad that his lack of hair was due to an attempt of his wife to poison him with arsenic. The medical profession regarded him as too prone to use the knife and doubted the soundness of his judgment.
Of his four reports but one is out of the ordinary, namely, the case of Ezra Curtis, who was injured by the bursting of a musket, the breech-pin of which was driven through the orbit and lodged between the spinal column and the angle of the jaw. It was not detected until six months later when an abscess formed around it. The breech-pin was so firmly lodged that it could not be removed by main force. Dr. Spalding showed considerable ingenuity in loosening the pin by making a trephine opening through the lower jaw and finally, after sawing through the foreign body, he successfully removed it.
Doctor Eneas Munson, who reports two cases in the book, was a well-known and highly respected member of the local profession with considerable reputation as a botanist. He abandoned the ministry, for which he was originally trained, on account of dyspepsia and hypochondriasis. He was a Yale graduate, practiced in New York State for a year or two and then moved to New Haven where he practiced for sixty-six years. In his old age he was appointed Professor of Materia Medica in the newly organized Yale Medical School, but merely as a figure-head. Many amusing stories are told of his wit and humor. He was a joker who never laughed himself.
He records a case of "lock'd jaw" successfully treated by electricity, which, from his own accurate account, was evidently not tetanus but major hysteria. He also records the tuberculosis case of Mr. Caleb Hotchkiss, who expectorated lung stones, a performance which, contrary to Munson's theory, does not bring relief like the passage of kidney stones. Doctor Leverett Hubbard, who commanded the second regiment of militia from 1773 to 1775, was generally known in New Haven as Colonel Hubbard. Russell suggests that "the peaceful laurels to be won in a daily routine of calomel, ipecac and bark" were not a satisfactory outlet for his superabundant energies, hence his military career.
He reports a fetal monstrosity with a large congenital tumor, the description of which is accompanied by a wood engraving, the only illustration in the book. He also describes the unfortunate results of applying a plaster "formed of the oily dirt which swine leave on fences after rubbing". An extensive gangrene of the skin of the groin and the neighboring parts resulted, but recovery ensued after multiple incisions and the usual antiphlogistic regimen. Needless to say, the plaster was applied on the advice of a neighbor and not on that of Dr. Hubbard. The case demonstrates the danger of some domestic remedies; one can hardly imagine a substance more deadly from a bacterial view-point than the material employed.
Doctor Benjamin Gale of Killingworth was the only practitioner outside of New Haven County who contributed to the pamphlet. He was an ardent student of Holy Writ as well as of medicine. His epitaph records that "after a life of usefulness in his profession, and a laborious study of the Prophesies," he "fell asleep May 6th, 1790, aet. 75 The case which he reported has become one of the dassics of medicine, for he independently described the condition now known as the hypertrophic stenosis of the pylorus of infancy. William Osler reprinted his article in the Archives of Pediatrics for 1903, and states that he described the disease "clearly and accurately".
Conclusion
Considering the pamphlet in the light of the medical knowledge of the day we must regard it as a worthy and substantial contribution which reflects great credit on the practitioners of New Haven County. It was published at a period when the theory of medicine was dominated by philosophical abstractions, yet it shows that even in this period the art of observation and deduction from facts was still a dominant factor in medical practice. The sanguinary period of heroic treatment with reliance on excessive blood-letting, purging and puking was hardly yet on the decline, but we can see signs of reaction on the part of the more independent thinkers of the New Haven County group. The volume will always be of interest to those who wish to picture the medicine of the later years of the eighteenth century.
